




SIOUX INDIANS, photographed while camped at 
Mendota in the early 1860s 
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they know the American government is not capable of 
either helping or protect ing us. They do with us what 
they please, and if in these times when they force us 
to go naked and starve, we beg for justice, not charity, 
they threaten to leave." ^* 

It was, of course, a threat that was seldom carried 
out. In all industries there are areas in which the 
interests of owners and workers run parallel, and this 
was t rue of the fur fade. It was to the benefit of the 
traders to keep the business going — to get their 
Indians hunt ing with the greatest energy and ef­
ficiency possible and to keep the women at work 
dressing furs and robes to p roduce the fine "Indian 
handled" goods that sold at premium prices. If it 
could not be done without ad\ 'ancing credits, then 
credits were advanced. Starving men hunted food, not 
fur, and therefore a t rader did wha t he could to keep 
his Indians from starving — which is not to imply that 
some traders did not also have humani tar ian feehngs. 

The dilemma was succinctly stated by Kittson in 
1851: "Our great misfortune is wan t of food for the 
hunters. Fur animals are as plenty as usual, bu t the 
d—1 is to skin them." Later the same spring McLeod 
complained that as the Sisseton "have come in in a 
miserably weak condition and ha^'e no food now, but 
fish oceasionallv[,] it ma\ ' be a month before their 
robes are dressed.""^ 

The traders ha\ 'e often been credited with strug­
gling to keep peace among the tribes. They unques-
tionabh" did, for it \\'as a mat ter of vital self-interest. 
Warfare alwa\'s spelled injui-\' to the t rade and occa­
sional!)' to the trader. Aitken nearR- "closed all his 
worldh' concerns" in an incident bet-ween Sioux and 
Chippewa on the St. Croix in 1839, and Kittson had a 
bad season in the spring of 1852 because the presence 
of Sioux nearb) ' kept his men from the hunt . McLeod 
summed it up laconicalh' in telling Sibley that one of 
his Sisseton had been killed by the Chippewa. "I 
regret this," he wrote, "as he was a good man, a 
famous hunter , and got credit for $50."*"' 

\ '\ 'ithout exaggerating greatly, one might argue that 
the Upper Mississippi Valley fur t rade in its final 
stages collapsed not from depletion of the wild game 
but for lack of Indians. Bad winters and periods of 
starvation they had always known and somehow sur-
yi\'ed, but the effects of disease and l iquor and the 
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demoralization that accompanied the destruction of 
their culture so decimated the Indian labor force that 
it simply could not support a t rade of any great extent. 

As carl\- as 1836 the post at Grand Oasis was closed 
because smallpox had drasticall)' reduced the number 
of Sioux in the \'icinit\-. In 1837 Nicollet observed a far 
higher rate of sterility among the Sioux around Fort 
Snelling than with the more isolated Chippewa of 
Leech Lake, and a census of the Mdewakanton Sioux, 
clustered in se^•en xillages near the mouth of the Min­
nesota River, reveals that in 1844 they numbered less 
than 2,000 souls. By 1845 Laframboise at Li tde Rock 
reported that he had onh' 26 Indians hunting for him. 
He mana2;ed to eke out a livini? of sorts for almost ten 
years longer, but in 1849 he wrote bitterly to a former 
partner: "Furs, my dear child, I have none. It is not 
with twenty Indians that we can make anything.""^ 

With the opening to settlement of the eastern bank 
of the Mississippi, competition became a major factor 
in the trade. Man)' early contracts — as well as gov­
ernment licensing regulations — had expressly forbid­
den "drouining," or following Indian bands on their 
hunts to collect furs at the source."- It soon became a 
necessity. As McLeod observed in 1845: "The day for 
being successful in procuring furs without being con-
tinuall)' on the alert is past." He regularly sent men 
across the coteau to search out his Indians and secure 
buffalo robes as soon as the^' were dressed. The extent 
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to which even supposedly respectable traders would 
go in beat ing out the competition is revealed in a 
letter from one of Sibley's clerks at Traverse des Sioux 
in 1852. A small band of Indians returning from a hunt 
on the Des Moines River was camped at Mankato. "If 
I can get a horse," he wrote, "I will take about $200 
worth of goods and go to them . . . for they will t rade 
every bit of fur that they [have] rather than pay their 
credits to [Madison] Sweetser."*'-'' 

PERHAPS T H E MOST S I G N I F I C A N T trend in the 
business during this period was toward diversification. 
In a very real sense the larger traders — men like 
Chouteau, Dousman, and Sibley — spent the last two 
decades of the Indian t rade in the process of gett ing 
out of it. As early as 1837 Sibley was investing in lum­
ber, and in 1838 he had joined Dousman in bui lding a 
sawmill on the Chippewa River. At about the same 
time, Dousman began acquiring shares in various 
steamboats on behalf of both himself and Sibley. 
Chouteau also invested, as did Rice in later \ 'ears. The 
traders were at this time among the largest customers 
of the steamboats operating on the Upper Mississippi, 
and the interrelationship was a natural one. Dousman 
continued to be a major power in the packet lines until 
his death in ISeS.""" 

Until the early 1850s the fur compau) ' offered the 
only banking services available north of Prairie du 
Chien, and as population and business increased this 
became a significant side line. Sible\' was called upon 
to serve not only individuals, Indian missions, and 
various government expeditions, but also on occasion 
to help out the Indian agent and the paymaster at 
Fort Snelling. Although it was a routine par t of his 
operation, he does not seem to ha\ 'e acti^'el^' sought 
such opportunities. Not so Borup. In Ma^', 1851, the 
doctor began advertising that bills of exchange and 
drafts on all parts of the United States were a\-adable 
at the office of the Minnesota Outfit in St. Paul. A year 
later he went into partnership ^\'ith Charles H. Oakes, 
another former fur trader, to open the city's first com­
mercial bank.''" 

Siblc)' was introduced to general mercanti le opera­
tions in 1836-39, when he operated the Fort Snelling 
sutler's store in partnership with Samuel C. Stam-
baugh. He undertook this not with a desire to expand 
his business in that direction but to forestall competi­
tion in the Indian t rade from the fort suder. By 1847, 
when he opened a permanent St. Paul store, it was 
clear that the white t rade would soon outweigh deal­
ings with Indians in the new settlement. Chouteau 
was reluctant to become involved in the general mer­
cantile business, but Sibley persisted, and under the 
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management of Forbes the "St. Paul Outfit" seems to 
have at least paid its own way. The stock of goods was 
determined by Sibley, but Forbes clearly had a voice 
in it. He repeatedly urged a wider selection. The 
growing influence of the white t rade is evident in his 
plea to Sibley while the latter was in the East in 
February, 1850: "Will you take Mrs. Sibley with you 
in the selection [of n-iy fancy goods]. . . . Please be 
particular about the prints. I think Grant & Burton's 
prints are too much of the Indian.""" 

The importance of land speculation has already 
been noted. This became an element in the Upper 
Mississippi fur trade even before the retirement of 
Astor, and its prevalence increased as settlement 
pushed northward. Land claims were sometimes ac­
cepted in payment of bad debts, and Chouteau ap­
parently had no great objection to the use of company 
funds in speculation as long as the profit was credited 
to the outfit. After Sibley had closed out his fur 
activities, he received a salary from Chouteau for 
managing the latter's extensive Minnesota land hold­
ing."'^ 

So b)' 1854 the bourgeois had taken up real estate 
and banking, the voyageur had turned in his paddle 
for a hoe, and the Indian had retired in sadness and 
anger to a reservation. Prairie and forest were dotted 
with clearings and cabins, the beaver were gone, and 
the buffalo were ranging beyond the Missouri. The 
great days of fur were past. Or were they? 

Ironically, in the same year Sibley wound up the 
last of his trading affairs, a young Alsatian named 
Joseph Ulimann — just two years away from his na­
tive land — opened a small wholesale house on St. 
Paul's Jackson Street. From St. Louis he shipped up 
the river a stock of staple merchandise — coffee, tea, 
sugar, fiquor, clothing — and set about making con­
nections with storekeepers in the settlements that were 
springing up along the Mississippi and St. Croix and 
in the Minnesota Valley."'"* 

Money was scarce on the frontier, and before long 
Ulimann found his customers offering to pay in pelts, 
the historic coin of the wilderness. One can imagine 
him doubtfully fingering the unfamiliar skins. What 
were they worth? And where would he get rid of 
them? Still, the backwoods produced little else as yet, 
and if he refused to take them, there would be an end 
of business. So he recorded in his daybook the receipts 
of "muchratz," "racouns," "dirskin," "kattzen," "volf," 
and "red foks." After a sizable bundle of pelts had 
collected, he shipped them to Wilham McNaughton 
and Company of New York, ivhose appraisal he felt 
he could trust. When, weeks later, the ans\ver arrived 

he could scarcely believe his eyes. Ul imann may not 
have known pr ime pelts from poor, but he knew an 
opportunity when he saw one. Within two years he 
had a turnover in raw furs of be tween $300,000 and 
$400,000."» 

He had acquired a partner, another young immi­
grant named Isidor Rose, and the two men set up a 
system for canvassing the frontier communities to buy 
up furs. Some were purchased from professional trap­
pers, both Indian and white, but the bulk of the pelts 
came from the settlers. Many a pioneer farmer earned 
more money t rapping muskrat in \vinter than breaking 
the stubborn land in summer. This was what one his­
torian has called the "egg-money" trade, and it grew 
rather than declined as populat ion pushed into the far 
corners of the Northwest. Unromantic it was, but it 
made a millionaire of Ulimann.' '" 

By 1866 he had opened an office in Chicago, leaving 
Rose to handle the firm's affairs in Minnesota. The 
ne.xt year it was New York, and in 1868, London. By 
1875 Ulimann estabfished headquar ters in Leipzig, 
Germany, and from there he continued to manage a 
fur business that by 1900 operated on four continents. 
His customers included the leading couturiers of Paris, 
and he furnished a large proport ion of the Canadian 
bearskins used by the British army.'^^ 

Meanwhile, Heni)- H. Sibley spent his last twenty 
)'ears presiding o\'er the St. Paul Gas Light Company. 
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THE PHOTOGRAPHS of Rolette, Sr., and Dousman on 
page 132 and Rolette's post on page 126 are from the State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin. The others are from the 
Minnesota Historical Society's collection. Map and photo­
graph on pages 122-123 are by Alan Ominsky. Picture on 
page 128 is the volume 2 frontispiece of WiUiam H. Keat­
ing s Narrative of an Expedition (Philadelphia, 1824). 
Print on page 131 is from Benjamin G. Armstrong's Early 
Life Among the Indians (Ashland, Wis., 1892). 
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